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The Moral Message of the Letter of James
It is evident that the letter of James presents itself as a collection of moral counsels intended to
inculcate conducts conforming to the faith and to reproach attitudes that are to be avoided.
It is significant that at the end of the first chapter James (1,26-27) is preoccupied clearly with indicat-
ing what is pure religion and what is vain religion.
The ethical patrimony of James is abundant and is common to other writings of the NT. Here we
recall two fundamental principles of conduct that are characteristic of the letter of James.

1.Jas 1, 19-27: Receiving the implanted word
in order to be able to observe the perfect law
of liberty and to practise the pure religion

This text is rather long, but I think it is necessary to read it entirely before making some comment
on it.

“Know this, my beloved brethren. Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger, for
the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God. Therefore put away all filthiness and rank
growth of wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your
souls.

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if any one is a hearer of
the word and not a doer, he is like a man who observes his natural face in a mirror; for he observes
himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. But he who looks into the perfect law,
the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer that forgets but a doer that acts, he shall be blessed
in his doing.

If any one thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this man’s
religion is vain. Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans
and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world”.

This section contains one of the well-known passages of the letter of James. We shall dwell on it
for a while and comment on the main affirmations regarding how to behave morally.

a. Listen quickly
The section opens with the following call: “Know this, my beloved brethren. Let every man be

quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger” (v. 19). The initial verbal form “know” could be either an
imperative or an indicative. I would prefer the indicative because it seems to suit the context better.

The discourse is set in motion in a familiar way with a sentence that, although in the indicative, is
an implicit invitation in a manner coherent with something that is already known (1,19a: “You know”).

The commentators discuss whether the triple invitation of Jas 1,19a (readiness to listen, slowness
to talk, restraint from anger) is to be taken as a directive regarding the attitude of man with reference
to God or with reference to common life. The scholars who hold it as a reference to God bring to light
the continuity of thought with the preceding context, where the James warned his readers against
attributing to God the origin of temptations. There he uses the expression “word of truth” (1,18). To
this expression he refers back in v. 21 with the formula “the implanted word”. According to those
scholars, the invitation to be ready or fast to listen refers to the word of God; consequently, the two
following counsels result in invitations to prudence (“slow to speak”) and to patience (“slow to



anger”) that one may not attribute to God temptation or evil and in order not to abandon oneself to
pride.

Other scholars, on the other hand, think that the threefold / triple sentence of v. 19b recalls a
traditional norm of a good communitarian behaviour that is characteristic of the biblical and extra-
biblical wisdom tradition. They rely on parallel texts from the wisdom tradition (cf. for example,
Prov 13,3; 29,20; Sir 5,5.11; 20,5-8). They also take into consideratiomn the fact that the problem of
the control over the tongue and of communitarian relations is of great importance for the author as it
appears from several passages (cf. 3,1.14.16; 4,1-3). Between the two interpretations, the certainly
preferable one is that which intends the invitation as referring to being ready to listen to the word of
God. In fact, in v. 21 James exhorts the readers to receive the word and in vv. 22, 23 and 25 he speaks
of the necessity / exigency of listening to and following God’s word.

The other two invitations of the sentence “slow to speak, slow to anger” (v. 19), on the other hand,
appear to me to refer clearly to communitarian relations. Besides, it is not difficult to understand
their logical connection with the invitation that precedes them. The word (of God), which the author
recommends to his readers to be ready to listen to, demands the respect for other members of the
community. The one who is hasty to speak is likely to hurt the others, thus provoking resentment.
This interpretation is confirmed by two elements of the context: that pride prevents / does not permit
the fulfillment of God’s justice (v. 20), and that the word must be received “with humility”, i. e. with
an attitude opposed to pride.

The initial call is followed by a motivation: “for the anger of man does not work the righteousness
of God” (v. 20). This sentence is formally tied with the third invitation, but conceptually it is ex-
tended to all the three. The main purpose is to fulfill “the justice of God”, i. e. what is willed by God
and what is pleasing to Him. More precisely, in the light of the subsequent context, the author deals
with the divine justice that man is invited to accomplish in humble listening to the word and in
putting it into practice. All this is obstructed in the first place by anger, but in general by those
behaviours that are contrary to that which is inculcated in the triple sentence of v. 19b: they, in fact,
do not permit man to do that which is just and holy before the eyes of God to obtain moral perfec-
tion.

Hence the invitation “everyone be ready to listen” refers, as it appears immediately afterwards, to
the listening of the word of God, while the other two “everyone be ... slow to speak, slow to anger”
refer to communitarian relations.

b. Receiving the implanted word with meekness
In v. 21 the author continues: “Therefore put away all filthiness and rank growth of wickedness [

= and every trace of evil] and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your
souls”.

The two expressions “filthiness and rank growth of wickedness”, as read in Revised Standard
Version, probably constitute a hendiadys, i. e. a unique concept expressed by two coordinating terms
in the meaning of “the whole dirty mass of wickedness”. Some commentators propose: “overflow-
ing of malice”, or “profuse wickedness” (cf. O. H. Davids, The Epistle of James [NIGTC], Grand
Rapids 1982, 94. The general meaning that results from the exhortation is clear: the faithful are
invited to put away all that is evil.

After the negative part there comes the positive: the author invites his readers to “receive the
word with meekness”, or better with “humility”. He thus inculcates the attitude of humility and
meekness, opposed to pride, which is characteristic to those who are submissive to the Lord.

The reception refers to “the word that has been implanted” in the faithful. There is a lot of discus-
sion among scholars on the meaning of the expression. The translation given by the Revised Stand-
ard Version probably resounds the influence of the Gospel parable of the sower (cf. Mk 4,3-4.14-20
and its parallels): for that which is implanted is the preaching of the Gospel (cf. Mt 13,4-15; 18,23;
1Thes 1,6; 2,13; 1Cor 3,6). Others translate the adjective with other equivalents: “infused” or “in-
nate” or “inborn”. Those who hold that our section derives from the baptismal paraenesis of the first
Christians understand it in connection with “word of truth” of 1,18. The reference is, then, to the
baptismal instruction... the communication of the Christian fundamental truths, which have not only
Christologico-soteriological content but also ethical” (F. Mussner, La lettera di Giacomo, Brescia
1970, 147-148). Such exegetical orientation, according to which “the word that has been sowed” is
synonymous with the Gospel, is very ancient and widely diffused.

Others hold, on the other hand, that the adjective here has the meaning of “innate” or “natural”, as
in another biblical passage (cf. Wis 12,10) and in Hellenistic literature (Josephus, War 1,88; Ant.
16,232; Philo, Deus Imm. 22; Ps.-Phocylides 128). According to this interpretation the “innate word”
would not be anything else than the natural law written in the heart of man. Stll other interpreters has
identified this “innate” natural law with the Mosaic law, which the faithful are invited to obey.

Finally a contemporary scholar has examined anew all the problems and sought to determine the
nature of the “implanted word” precise and to ascertain in what sense it could be received or ac-
cepted (R. Fabris, Legge della libertà in Giacomo, Paideia, Brescia 1977). He concludes that “the- 2 -
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implanted word” is the Gospel or the interior word which has the power to save; it is a word or
interior law placed in the heart; it is the wisdom from above, gift of God, which should be accepted
and actualized in charity (3,17), and is to be identified with the “perfect law ” (1,25) and “royal law”
(2,8.23).

James himself suggests to give the meaning of “perfect law of liberty” (1,25) to the expression
“implanted” or “sowed word”. That word“can save your souls”, i. e. the whole man, described in the
biblical way (v. 24). It is clear that the final salvation is intended here, which is obtained by the
forgiveness of sins and the liberation from the judgment of condemnation. Hence, to participate in
salvation the believer has to observe all the law summarized in the precept that imposes the love of
one’s neighbour because “the judgment will be without mercy against him who has not shown mercy”
(2,13).

The “sowed word”, which has the duty to guarantee the final salvation, should therefore be inter-
preted in the light of “perfect law of liberty”, about which the author of the letter speaks immediately
after.

c. Putting into practice the perfect law of liberty
After having exhorted his readers to accept the word sowed in them the author admonishes them

not to stop there but to go on to practice it. He says: “But be doers of the word, and not hearers only,
deceiving yourselves”; he then continues in the third person, simply identifying the hearers with the
doers of the word: “For if any one is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who
observes his natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself and goes away and at once forgets what
he was like. But he who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer
that forgets but a doer that acts, he shall be blessed in his doing”.

The expression “doers of the word” in v. 22 is equivalent to “executors of the works” in v. 25. It
indicates the fulfillment of the things which the word as much as it is law, i. e. the expression of the
will of God, commands to observe. The expression “be those who put in practice” at the beginning of
the exhortation underlines the dynamic dimension that the listening to the word bears with it. Those
who limit themselves to simple listening deceive themselves with false reasonings or specious self-
justification.

The author illustrates in what consists the self-illusion which he has denounced (vv. 23-24) by
taking an example from ordinary life: the metaphor of the mirror, well-known in the biblical litera-
ture and elsewhere. The hearing of the word without doing it does not bring one’s salvation just as a
hasty glance at one’s face does not advance in any way one’s own look. This glance at the mirror
gives one only the satisfaction of one’s momentary curiosity without any consequence. The same is
the case with those who hear the word without caring to put it into action.

From v. 25 there results that in the moral life the mirror is nothing else but the “perfect law of
liberty”. A lot has been written on this expression, one of the most well-known in the letter of James.

In synthesis we can say that for some the law is that of the Gospel, by means of which, as much as
it is the word of truth, has come the spiritual birth of the Christians, the early fruit of universal
salvation. As implanted word, gift and interior law similar to the wisdom from above, the Gospel can
lead to salvation. It is a perfect law, as much as it can realize perfection, which is the gift of God and
which is actualized in charity. Besides, it is the law of liberty because it is the foundation of liberty, i.
e. a free acting, as much as it is the interior principle of action which is actualized in love (cf. Fabris,
Legge della libertà, 154-159).

This interpretation is coherent because it seeks to interpret the formula “perfect law of liberty” in
its immediate and remote contexts. Nevertheless, this formula could be explained in a more simple
way in the light of what we read in another passage where it is again used. In the next chapter James
affirms: “Indeed, if you really fulfill the royal law, according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your
neighbor as yourself,’ you do well. But if you show partiality, you commit sin, and are convicted by
the law as transgressors. For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of
all of it. For he who said, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ said also, ‘Do not kill.’ If you do not commit
adultery but do kill, you have become a transgressor of the law. So speak and so act as those who are
to be judged under the law of liberty. For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy;
yet mercy triumphs over judgment.”

From this passage we learn that the “perfect law of liberty” is nothing else than the expression of
the will of God contained in the Scripture.

This interpretation does not exclude the other one which directly identifies the “perfect law of
liberty” with the Gospel. Indeed the Gospel has been announced to reaffirm the perennial value of the
commandment of God, which consists precisely in the love of the neighbour (cf. Mk 12, 29-31 and
its parallels; Mt 5, 43-48).

In conclusion we may say that the “perfect law of liberty” of v. 25 is simply that perfect law which
leads to liberty those who look into it and translate it into works with fidelity. It keeps man free from
sin and permits him to find true happiness.
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In the last part of the section the theme of true religion is dealt with in some detail: “If any one

thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this man’s religion is vain.
Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in
their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” The author begins with proposing the
case of alleged religiosity, which he defines as “vain” or “empty”. Actually, the presumption of the
authentic religiousness is denied by the fact that one is not able to control his own tongue.

Then the characteristics of a religiosity “pure and undefiled” are indicated. The first concrete sign
of such religiosity consists in “visiting orphans and widows in their distress”, i.e. in providing con-
crete help to orphans and widows, two categories of the needy who find themselves in a state of
“tribulation” because of the social and moral oppression in which they live. It is clear that these were
typical examples for all those who suffer distress and oppression. The act of helping orphans and
widows was very often commanded in the Old Testament and early church (cf. Is 1,10-17; Dt 14,29;
24,17-22; Jer 5,5,28; Ezk 22,7; Zec 7,10; Sir 4,10; Job 29,16; Acts 6,1-6; 1Tim 5,3-16).

The second characteristic of an authentic religion consists in “keeping oneself unstained from the
world”. The term “world” has here a negative meaning as it appears in a later section of the Letter of
James (4,1-7) in which the addressees, entirely addicted to the worldly sphere (pleasures, disunity,
quarrels and divisions) (vv. 1-3), are called “adulterers” and are invited to choose radically between
God and the world (4,4: cf. Mt 6,24; Lk 16,13). In the light of this, the world, enemy of God, is that
in which the devil is present by means of pride and injustice. From “this world” the believers should
“keep themselves pure” by submitting to God (4,10), by docile listening to the word and by the
faithful fulfillment of the “perfect law of liberty”.

In short we may say that in the text examined, as in all of his writing, James recommends a
synthesis between believing the word of God and putting it in practice. Without such a synthesis
hearing the word of God is illusory and the religiosity results in a pretext, vain and inconsistent affair.
It is vain to put orthopraxis in opposition to orthodoxy: in christianity the one is inseparably linked to
the other. This is a fundamental principle of christian behaviour, which is based on the teaching of
Jesus himself (cf. Mt 7,21.24-27; 23,3; 25,35-36; Gv 13,7). Its observance keeps the believer away
from the “double-mindedness of the soul” (dypsychia), which consists in not doing what one be-
lieves, and leads him to moral perfection and blessedness.

2. Jas 3, 13-18: The Earthly Wisdom
and the Heavenly Wisdom

From the letter of James we gain not only a lively vibrating invitation to be the doers of the word
and to practice justice as an authentic religion, but also an indication of what is to be done in order to
realize that programme. This is what we get from the discussion of Jas 3,13-18 on wisdom and wise
man. First of all let us read once this section.

“Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let him show his works in the
meekness of wisdom. But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast
and be false to the truth.

This wisdom is not such as comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. For
where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice.

But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and
good fruits, without uncertainty or insincerity. And the harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by
those who make peace”.

As often it happens in his writing, the author addresses his audience directly through a question to
which he himself gives an answer. “Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let
him show his works in the meekness of wisdom” (v. 13). James seems to say that in the community
one who believes to be “wise and understanding” should demonstrate that quality concretely, not in
words but by his works realized through his good conduct.

He warns that such good works are to be done under the inspiration of a “wise meekness” (liter-
ally: “in the meekness of wisdom”). James knows that even good works can be done with a wrong
mentality. So he recommends that doing good may not be inspired or accompanied by an attitude of
pride. He, who boasts of the good works that he does, is not only not meek and submissive to the will
of God because he seeks to satisfy his own (religious) vanity, but also shows himself to be not even
wise. He should only thank God with religious fear because of the good works that he does, thus
showing his wisdom. In fact - as James explains it immediately - the wisdom that leads to do good is
a gift of God.

James is fond of explaining things through black-and-white comparisons, without gray zones.
This trait also is seen in the discussion on wisdom. He clearly distinguishes two types of wisdom: the
one terrestrial, animal-like and devilish, which is against the truth and is the source of all wicked
actions; the other celestial or divine, which is the source of every good fruit that leads to peace.

The wisdom cannot co-exist with the “bitter jealousy” of wisdom or/and of the good of others. He
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who has such an attitude in his heart is in reality not wise. Hence James exhorts not to boast because
the one who boasts would lie and would find himself against the truth.

Then James continues adding that such alleged wisdom does not go together with the one “celes-
tial and divine” but against it because of its negative qualities, which James recalls in a pejorative
crescendo. It is “terrestrial”, i.e. not of divine origin; it is “carnal (or animal)”, that is to say, that it is
a only a natural product of human nature, and not a gift of the Spirit of God; it is “diabolical (or
devilish)”, that is to say, it has the origin from devil, the spirit of evil, who by nature is opposed to the
will and act of God. Then it gives the reason for a judgment so negative, saying: “For where jealousy
and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice” (v. 16). He who behaves in
this way shows that he does not possess the celestial wisdom but only the diabolical one. Jealousy
and the spirit of rivalry lead him to live disorderly and to do evil.

James compares this wisdom with another wisdom which is defined and described through a
series of attributes: “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason,
full of mercy and good fruits, without uncertainty or insincerity”. With the adverb “from above” he
implicitly indicates that this wisdom is divine, coming from God as a gift of his grace and hence
could be said as divine, celestial, spiritual, supernatural. If we observe the qualifications that the
author attributes to this divine wisdom, we see that they are opposed to jealousy and rivalry and
correspond to the virtues that generate justice, harmony and good works.

James underlines the particular fecundity of such wisdom  saying: “And the harvest of righteous-
ness is sown in peace by those who make peace” (v. 18). The purport of this affirmation is somehow
mysterious. It could mean that since divine wisdom is not pushed by jealousy or spirit of contest, but
on the contrary is a source of concord and peace, those who possess it are makers of peace among
men. Besides, as peace is the fruit of a good conduct, one can say that a fruit of justice is sowed by the
peacemakers. This results in an image in which symbolically the seed that is sowed is nothing other
than the fruit collected, i. e. justice. “Certainly there is tautology here - comments a contemporary
scholar -, but it is that type of emphatic tautology which is used for rhetorical effect” (Davids, The
Epistle of James, 155). Those who do good according to divine wisdom produce peace; in this peace
generated by their good conduct they fulfill the justice because they put in practice the law of God. In
other words: “Who are those who in fact are doing justly? Those who make peace, who do their just
acts in a peaceful way. The phrase recalls Jesu’s word in Mt. 5:9 to the reader: ‘Blessed are the
peacemakers…’ Peace in the community, then, is the sum of the matter of doing justice” (Davids,
The Epistle of James, 155).

Hence, it is evident that the divine wisdom, of which James has weaved the eulogy, is for him a
principle of Christian action, as much as it inspires and guides him who possesses it to fulfill the
justice, i. e. the will of God and to be truly “wise and understanding”. That is, it is directed towards
salvation, the supreme good according to faith.

In the light of this observation we understand why the author of the Letter invites his audience to
pray to invoke wisdom from God. In fact one of the first exhortations of James reads: “If any of you
lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all men generously and without reproaching, and it will
be given him. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea
that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that person must not suppose that a double-minded man,
unstable in all his ways, will receive anything from the Lord” (1,5-7).

Conclusion
Finally we can summarize the instruction of James on Christian wisdom and bring it into connec-

tion with the implanted word: (first) he who believes to be “intelligent” and “wise” should demon-
strate his wisdom with the works resulting from his good conduct; (second) the terrestrial, animal
and diabolical wisdom is contrary to the truth and is the source of every evil deed; (third) celestial or
divine wisdom is the source of every good fruit that brings peace; (and fourth) wisdom is to be
requested from God because it is faith that renders man wise by guiding him to a good conduct,
which produces good works. Thus the Christians become the doers of the word, actualize justice, the
will of God, and can hope to find mercy from God in the day of judgment and to be saved.

This is the purpose of the word which God has implanted in man, when he created him with his
word of truth, the word, “which is able to save (our) souls” (1,21). Moral perfection and salvation are
not results of human efforts alone, but first of all, they are gifts of God, “the Father of lights from
whom every good gift comes” (1,17).


